The aphorism of Ecclesiastes that "there is no new thing under the sun" seems all too often to be irritatingly true; who has not had a "novel" idea that turned out to be "old hat"? The full quotation, read in context, seems to divine or explain the homologous and analogous forms found in the natural world, particularly now that structures are analysed at the molecular level. The defensins illustrate the point.
Defensins are microbicidal single chain peptides with a molecular weight of about 4 kilodaltons. They have been identified in the phagocytic leucocytes of several mammalian species and sequenced-four from man, six from the rabbit, four from the rat, and one from the guinea pig.' All are rich in arginine residues and each molecule has six conserved cysteine residues and three disulphide bonds. Of the human defensins, found in the neutrophil azurophil granules,2 three (designated HNP 1-3) differ only by the last N-terminal amino acid3; HNP-1 and HNP-3 are each 30 residues long and HNP-2 29. The fourth, HNP-4, is 33 residues long, has less structural homology with the other three, and is less abundant than them.34 The conserved nature of the mammalian defensins is illustrated by the similarities between human and rabbit defensins, which have 11 amino acid residues in common. 4 It has yet to be established whether defensins are also present and active in these secretions. In view of their potential danger, it might seem predictable that inhibitors of defensins should exist. Inhibition of defensin activity by serum has been described and was attributed to binding by albumin1' but has subsequently been shown to be due to M2 macroglobulin. '4 Perhaps any extracellular defensin activity, be it cytotoxic or microbicidal, is confined largely to the pericellular space beneath adherent neutrophils; azurophil granules have been shown to be active in this environment, from which large inhibitors are excluded.'315 Nevertheless, the relatively long period required for cell lysis to be accomplished by defensinsl raises the question of whether neutrophils would remain on an individual target cell long enough for irreparable damage to occur. As defensins have been shown to act synergistically with hydrogen peroxide in causing cytolysis'6 possibly the process is accelerated when the defensins are associated with metabolising neutrophils. So far, only purified defensins have been studied; any extracellular role of these molecules will be revealed by methods that can detect their presence and activity in and around neutrophils. Furthermore, it will be interesting to discover exactly how defensins create pores in biological membranes. Lichtenstein 
